Reichsleiter Bouhler and Dr. Brandt are commissioned to extend the authority of those physicians they designate, so that mercy killing may be administered to those who according to human judgment are incurably sick, after diagnosis of the condition of their illness.
[signed] A. Hitler 1 Hitler probably signed this document to reassure physicians and other participants in this program that they would not face prosecution, since mercy killing was illegal in Germany. Hitler knew that killing the disabled was too controversial to legislate at that time, so he opted for secrecy. The document was so top secret that Hitler's Minister of Justice did not receive a copy until over ten months later, after he complained that no legislation had been passed permitting it. By that time many thousands of institutionalized mentally and physically disabled patients had been murdered in this so-called euthanasia program, which was code-named the T-4 Program (after its headquarters in Tiergartenstrasse 4 in Berlin).
Run directly under Hitler's auspices by the Chancellery of the Führer, the T-4 program set up six centers throughout Germany for murdering the disabled. Bouhler apparently kept Hitler apprised of the program, for Goebbels recorded in his diary that Bouhler informed Hitler about the progress of the "liquidation procedure for the insane" in May 1940.
2
By August 1941, when Hitler ordered the centers to close, about 70,000 patients had been killed by carbon monoxide gas, injections, starvation, or other means. After August 1941, until Germany's defeat in May 1945, the physician-directed murders continued, but in a more decentralized manner. By 1945 a total of about 200,000 disabled patients had been murdered by German medical personnel. In a few cases physicians continued murdering the disabled even after Germany had surrendered.
Historians who have analyzed the T-4 program recognize that it was a continuation and radicalization of previous eugenics policies. 3 The historian Hans-Walter Schmuhl not only highlights the tight links between Darwinism, eugenics, and euthanasia ideology, but he also explains, "The racial-hygiene paradigm constituted an ethic of a new type, which was ostensibly grounded scientifically in Darwinian biology." Besides replacing Judeo-Christian ethics with an evolutionary ethic, Darwinism inf luenced euthanasia ideology in yet another way, according to Schmuhl: "By giving up the conception of humans as the image of God through the Darwinian theory, human life was construed as a piece of property, that-contrary to the idea of a natural right to life-could be weighed against other pieces of property." Schmuhl argues that under the inf luence of Darwinism, a shift in thinking about the value of human life gave impetus to euthanasia. 4 Historians who have analyzed the euthanasia movements in the United States and Britain likewise stress the importance of Darwinism and eugenics in inf luencing the early euthanasia movement.
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The first German scholar to seriously propose killing the disabled was Haeckel. In the second edition of The Natural History of Creation (1870), his extremely popular exposition of Darwinian theory, he expressed support for eugenics. He lamented that some aspects of modern society were leading to biological degeneration. Then he insinuated that following the ancient Spartan practice of infanticide for weak and sickly babies might be beneficial. 6 In a later book in 1904 he explicitly sanctioned infanticide for the congenitally disabled, as well as involuntary euthanasia for the mentally ill. Physicians should decide whether such people's lives should be ended, he thought.
